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Newsletter #232

A Call to Resist Illegitimate Authority

January, 1991

The Democratization Process in Mexico:
A Human Rights Issue
MARICLARE ACOSTA
Mariclaire Acosta is President and cofounder of the Mexican Commission for
the Defense and Promotion of Human
Rights and is currently a visiting professor
in the Peace Studies Program at Wellesley
College. She has been touring the United
States this winter, providing insight into
the recent opening for democratic movements that is occuring in Mexico, accompanied by an increase in human rights
abuses on the part of government and
police forces. Her visit to Boston in·
November was sponsored by Human
Rights Internet, Amnesty International
and the Harvard Law School Human
Rights Program. What follows is an edited
version of her talk. Many thanks to Jorge
Casas for his assistance in the preparation
of this article.

Mexico is undergoing a very rapid
transformation toward a democratic
society, but this process of democratization, unfortunately, is not coupled with
a similar process of democratization of the
Mexican political system. This is the
major cause of human rights violations in
my country.
Mexico has been governed since 1929

PRD demonstration. This photo Is from a video made by "Canal 6 de Julio," an independent video
group. Photo: Jorge Casas.

by one party, the Partido Revolucionario power at federal, state and local levels.
Institucional (PRI) which is the ruling
The power of the president has
party. The system of one party domination increased over the years, so that although
is based on a corporate structure, and the we have a series of formal rights, many of
absolute predominance of the President of these depend on the will of the president in
the republic over the Judiciary and the power. They are enforced in an informal
Congress. Although the constitution of way, which is not to say that there isn't a
1917 establishes three branches of power, pattern to this, but the point here is that
in actual fact, the Executive power pre- there is a great distance between formal
dominates over Legislative and Judicial
continued on page three

Gulf Crisis:

Resist Readers Respond

We received a number of responses to
our special i~ue on the Gulf Crisis, which
we cannot print in full due to space
limitations. "Resisters," not surprisingly,
are overwhelmingly opposed to war in the
Gulf, and above all, writers insisted that if
war is necessary, it must be sanctioned by
the United Nations; any U.S. participation
must be declared by Congress. "The
President is 'Commander in Chief' only,
and not this country's war lord," wrote
Fred Rehmer of Colorado.
Kathy Gilberd and Carol J ahnkow
sent information about what communities
should do if the draft is reinstated and
about resistance counseling. For a copy of
their article which outlines ideas and starts
discussions on organizing against a new
draft, write Kathy Gilberd at the National
Lawyers' Guild Military Law Task Force,
1168 Union St, Suite 202, San Diego, CA
92101 or write Carol Jahnkow, Draft
Resisters Defense Fund, P.O. Box 33544,
San Diego, CA 92103.
Speaking of Resisters, we continue to
receive information about young reservists
and members of the armed forces who are
refusing to go to war over oil or are choosing to become conscientious objectors.
Please continue to send us news clippings
about resisters so that we can do a special_
report
Thomas Harrison and Joanne Landy
sent us their views on the crisis, which
appeared in the Fall, 1990 issue of Peace
and Democracy News. While condemning
the Iraqi government, Landy and Harrison
also insist that deployment of U.S. troops
" ...and American aspirations for a longterm military presence in the region must
also be condemned.... the Iraqi invasion
has served as an excuse for a massive
assertion of U.S. power in the Middle
East." The writers call for a new peace
movement that renounces the notion that
"the American people's 'vital interests'
include the right to dominate other
countries and their resources." Landy and
Harrison support the formation of an
international peace-keeping force under
direct U.N. control. For copies of their
article, write c/o the Campaign for Peace
and Democracy/East and West, P.O. Box
1640 Cathedral Station, New York, NY
10025. Note that the ideas expressed by
Landy and Harrison are not the official
positions of the Campaign.
The Palestine Human Rights CamPagtTwo

paign sent us their statement calling for
the withdrawal of U.S. troops from the
Gulf, and negotiation around all Middle
East occupations. ''PHRC accepts the UN
sanctions as a -method to promote the
withdrawal of Iraq from Kuwait, but it
protests the inclusion of food and medjcal
supplies in such a boycott, an inhumane
policy contrary to international law that
pen~lizes the poorest and most needy
people in the region." The PHRC
statement urges that the United Nations
and the League of Arab States host a
peace conference to negotiate solutions of
conflicts in the Middle East, which would
include, not only the Iraqi conflict with
Kuwait, but also the Israeli occupation of
the Gaza Strip, the West Bank, the Golan
Heights and Southern Lebanon and the
Syrian presence in Lebanon. For copies of
the statement, write: Palestine Human
Rights Campaign, 6209 North Clark,
Chicago, IL (5()626.
We received a statement from the
Cleveland Coalition for Peace in the
Middle East which said, in part, "On the
home front, our jubilation as citizens of
the United States over the end of the Cold
War and the descent of the first rays of
international peace was quickly shattered.
The 'peace dividend' was soon forgotten.
Our country is yearning to love more and
hate less. We need to provide homes for
the homeless, and schools for the illiterate;
achieve equality between the races and
between women and men; and build a
workplace for peace and not an industry of
war. By wasting these opportunities, the
Bush administration seems to be seizing
on this crisis to defend parochial interests
at a time when no economic crisis or
energy crisis is at hand."
The International Jewish Peace Union
sent their recent newsletter and they write,
"As a Jewish organization with a wellestablished commitment to IsraeliPalestinian coexistence, we can see the
destructive impact of the Gulf crisis on
Israeli-Palestinian peace prospects. The
Palestinians are not willing to agree that
peace for them be put on a back burner.
Despite the U.S. pressuring Israel to keep
a lid on the intifada, it is intensifying ...
Israeli [peace] groups such as Yesh Gvul
and the Women's Organization for Political Prisoners all report intensifying pressure against their members and a rise in
human rights abuses." The IJPU has availRtsist Ntwslttttr

able a booklet on "Organizing Teach-Ins
for Middle East Peace." For ordering
information, write IJPU, Box 20854,
Tompkins Square Station, New York, NY
10009.
As this issue goes to press we await
the January 15th "deadline" and observe
President Bush's apparent conviction that
he must initiate an all-out war, with all its
disastrous consequences. While the
prospect is terrifying, all of us at Resist
and in our communities are mobilizing
against war in whatever ways we know
how. We are disappointed in the inability
of the coalitions involved to agree on one
date for a march on Washington, but
whenever you go (or have gone!) we urge
all our readers to go to Washington, if not
in body, then in spirit. Write your
Congresspeople, send symbolic oil barrels
that read "No Blood for Oil'' (for info on
this contact the Fellowship of Reconciliation, Box 271, Nyack, New York,
10960) and Resist
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Mexico
continued from page one

rights and the exercise of these rights, at
every level in Mexican society.
For a long, long time Mexico had a
very stable political system, and had one
of the highest sustained rates of growth in
Latin America. The legitimacy of the
political system was based on the program
of revolutionary nationalism established
with the Mexican Revolution at the
beginning of this century, which the PRI
claims to be heir to. The whole ideology
and rhetoric of the PRI is based on this
concept of revolutionary nationalism; the
main tenets of this are an independent
foreign policy, agrarian reform, labor
rights, free education at all levels, and a
kind of welfare state. These are all
constitutionally based, so that the PRI
portrays itself as the party of the Mexican
constitution, representing the victory of
the Mexican working class and campesino
class over the dictatorship during the
revolution.
Because of sustained economic
growth, and a stable political situation,
Mexico has modernized in many ways. A
basically rural society in 1929, it is now an
urban society. More than half the population lives in big cities. It has become an
industrialized society, and although there
are great inequalities in Mexico, most of
the population has been reached by the
educational system, at least with respect to
basic reading and writing skills. So society
has become more complex and more
sophisticated, and has placed greater
demands on the political system, which it
cannot accommodate.
This process of erosion of political
commitment to social programs, which
started many years ago, has become more
acute in the last ten years as a result of the
tremendous economic crisis the country
experienced in 1982. Mexico was put
under very strict regulation by the
International Monetary Fund. As in all of
Latin America, the importance of the State
in managing the economy has been
reduced, welfare spending has been
reduced, and the price that society pays
has been enormous. Obviously, the weight
of these economic reforms has been put on
the shoulders of the working class and the
peasant class: to give you an indication of
this, the real wages of Mexicans went
down sixty percent between 1982 and
1989. And this is the experience of those
who earn wages, not the masses and
masses of those who are unemployr,d or
underemployed in the Mexican economy.
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In response to this pressure, of course,
there has been immigration to the U.S.,
with all its problems which I cannot go
into today. But it has also led to political
dissent, disillusionment and alienation
from the government and from the PRI.
The PRI has become increasingly
conservative and, although it still retains
much of its revolutionary rhetoric, its
policies are absolutely contrary to that,
and so it has lost credibility in practically
every stratum of Mexican society.
Now, the fact that we had a one-party
system does not mean that we didn't have
other political parties in Mexico. The most
important opposition party until a few
years ago was the Partido de Acci6n
Nacional (PAN), which is a center right
party in the conservative democratic
tradition. It was founded in the thirties,
and the PAN has always played the role of
the loyal opposition. It is basically an
urban party with a middle-class base, and,
especially in the last few years, joined by
some big businessmen. The PAN has
always had a lot of regional power in
certain parts of the country; areas where
you find a larger middle class, a more
urban and literate society.
There is also a tradition of left-wing
parties. Mexico has had one of the oldest

Communist parties in the hemisphere; in
the world actually. The Mexican
Communist Party was founded in 1919.
We also have a series of other, smaller leftwing parties, some of which have
accommodated themselves to the PRI. The
Communist Party has a history of its own,
which I'm not going to go into now. But it
was at one time a very powerful and
strong party, especially in the thirties,
organizing unions and so on. Then it
underwent a period of repression and had
to go underground.
The other left-wing parties also
became part 9f the "loyal opposition;" they
were co-opted by the PRI and provided a
type of left-wing criticism, but it was very
clearly defined that they were part of the
system. Actually in Mexico these are
called "para-state" parties because everyone knows that they're basically sustained
by the government. However, they do
have some social base and have done
some interesting things in the last few
years.

Increasing Disaffection and Mobilization
So this is the general framework
within which we can understand what is
happening in Mexico today. During the
decade of the '50s, labor unions began

Mexicans atlhe ballot box in recent elections. Photo reprinted from the Guardian.
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organizing mass strikes and mobilizing for
better working conditions. They met with
extreme repression. Then, in the '60s, the
middle class became increasingly disaffected with the political system and also
began mobilizing. You may recall that in
1968 there was a major mobilization of the
student middle class; that student
movement was severely repressed in a
massacre just before the Olympic games
in Tlatelolco and some 300 people were
killed by the police with the help of the
army. The 1968 massacre was a major
crisis of legitimacy for the government,
and marks a turning point in Mexican
history.
In the decade of the '70s, the movement, which was basically a civil rights
movement, was met with increased
repression. What was left of the 1968
movement diversified into different types
of opposition, and a guerrilla faction
emerged in Mexico for the first time since
the 1920s. An organized armed opposition
developed in certain parts of the country in
the early '70s, and led to a policy of
counterinsurgency. This guerilla activity,

although localized in certain parts of the
country, was met with a type of
counterinsurgency not dissimilar to what

'70s was that even the PRI got worried had been on the fringes) joined the
about the fact that nobody was voting in electoral contest and asked Rosario Ibarra
these elections anymore.
to become their candidate in 1982.
She was the first woman to run for the
In this period, the PAN, which had
been systematically repressed every time it presidency in Mexico. Obviously she was
ran for elections anyway, was undergoing there not because she was a Trotskyist (she
a tremendous crisis of its own and couldn't very publicly declared that she had never .
even get its act together to run in· an even read a book of Marx) but because her
election. The government actually had to son had been abducted by security forces
ask the Communist Party to run a in 1975. She was leading a movement of

In a society like Mexico, where the state has been all
powerful, the experience of people who just stepped in
and organized everything was tremendously empowering.
It made people feel they could do without the government,
that the government was a hindrance.
presidential candidate in the 1976 elections. So the government actually engineered a situation in which a left-wing party
was competing for power in an election.
This was basically just to give L6pez
Portillo, who was the PRI candidate, some
image that he had actually competed for
power.
This negotiation with the Communist
Party was part of a broader political design
on the part of the government, which was
to open up the system and allow for some
kind of electoral contest. A new electoral
law passed in 1977: the "LOPPE," a major
political reform, which allowed limited
representation of the opposition in
Congress. The Leftist parties negotiated
very well their emergence as legal parties
running for power. They won an amnesty
for political prisoners, which was very
important as there were many political
prisoners in Mexico at that time. They also
negotiated a series of advantages that
forced the system to open up further;
many newspapers started to publish and
this in tum channeled the aspirations and
energies of many peopfo. So Mexico
became a much more politically active
society.

goes in Guatemala or El Salvador. Torture
was used routinely, and many of the
guerillas were victims of "disappearances." Human rights groups estimate that
at least 500 disappearances were the work
of the police and the army.
The '70s continued to be a period of
great unrest, particularly in the labor
movement, and new parties were formed.
It was a period of rapid transition toward a
more democratic society, and the govern. ment responded with a series of measures.
One of these was called in Mexico "La
Apertura Democratica," which was just a
slight opening of the door to release the
pressure and allow for more circulation of
ideas. A semi-free press, new political
parties, and a wider political space
emerged. It was part of a policy to allow
this degree of movement for new groups Popular Resistance Takes Shape
to act within.
Rosario Ibarra de Piedra, the mother
There was at this time a dramatic loss of one of the disappeared~ had started a
of electoral support for the PRI. Of course, mothers' committee in Mexico, and she
the PRI has never won its power through had been very, very active in these years.
elections; its basis of power and domi- She staged a number of important hunger
nation relied on its ability to control, by a strikes and demonstrations in Mexico City
combination of negotiation, conuption and to force public discussion of the 500 disforce, each level of government No party appearances. Because of the electoral
could compete with the PRI. There was reform, another left-wing party, the
also a lot of touching up of electoral Partido Revolucionario de los Trabaresults. But what was very dramatic in the jadores (PRT) (a Trotskyist party which
Po.geFowr
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mothers and relatives of the victims of
disappearances and this was why she was
there. She was enormously popular and
became a nationwide figure and a symbol
of popular resistance to oppression. She
founded a movement called Frente
Nacional Contra la Represi6n, and has run
for the presidency twice, and once for
Congress. She was a Congresswoman
from 1985-1988, and is a very important
political figure in Mexico, one who has
become increasingly radicalized and has
moved toward the Left.
In the early '80s there was such a
tremendous economic crisis in Mexico,
that the government of L6pez Portillo
responded by nationalizing the banks. This
created great opposition among the
business elite. They began to campaign
very strongly against the PRI and against
the whole system of presidential power.
They began to draw from the ranks of the
PAN, and there were soon some very
active electoral campaigns, particularly in
the north of the country.
In 1985 there were congressional
elections in the state of Chihuahua. The
PAN claims to have won the election, but
the PRI stole the vote and there was
widespread fraud. Later on, in 1986, the
PAN again ran a candidate for governor in
Chihuahua and the same thing occurred.
However, this time it was very dramatic
because international attention was now
focused on the situation, and there was
widespread mobilization for the election.
Many people who would not normally
have supported the PAN did so this time
because it was now a viable oppostion.
The PAN won again, and again the
elections were stolen. Members of the PRI
government claimed, extra-officially, that
January, 1991

it was a "patriotic electoral fraud," since
Chihuahua is a border state, and it was
necessary to stop U.S. intervention into the
internal affairs of Mexico.
The PAN accepted its defeat but
carried out a campaign of civil resistance,
which led to a series of demonstrations,
boycotts and hunger strikes. Among other
things, they took the cases of electoral
fraud to the Organization of American
States (OAS) for the first time. Of course,
they were then considered traitors to the
country. In Mexico you just did not go to
an international organization, because,
although Mexico is a party to practically
every human rights convention under tt,e
sun and has a very active foreign policy
with respect to human rights, the government considers intervention from an international supervisory body an interference
in its sovereignty.

Then there was the earthquake
You may recall that the year before
this election Mexico City experienced a
terrible earthquake, a tremendous natural
disaster, and many people were killed,
buried under the rubble. Because it was so
unexpected in the largest city in the world,
the government was absolutely paralyzed.
The hardest hit buildings were government
buildings. The Ministry of Health, for
example, was hit very hard, and all the
important government buildings were
either destroyed or made uninhabitable by
the earthquake. The government was
completely unable to respond to the
victims, and the psychological impact of
this on the population was incredible.
Instead of trying to create imaginative
policies to respond to the disaster, the
government became entrenched in
rhetoric, saying "Wait, wait, don't do
anything, we're going to do it," and tried to
cover up the public image of t.'le damage.
So, after two days, the whole population
of Mexico City started to mobilize,
rescuing victims, organizing soup kitchens
and every kind of relief. In a society like
Mexico, where the state has been all
powerful, the experience of people who
just stepped in and organized everything
was tremendously empowering. It made
people feel they could do without a
government, that government was a
hindrance.
This has had a profound impact on the
whole process of democrati7.ation because
many social movements have emerged as
a consequence of the earthquake. These
groups are organized, they are belligerent,
#232

they have international recognition, they
have financial support, and they are there.
They have moved beyond responding to
the emergency and are now stating
demands that have to do with basic rights,
such as the right to housing, to services,
and to education. They have even become
involved with feminism and women's
rights. They are moving very, very fast
One interesting thing about the
earthquake was that the fact of the use of
torture by the government was exposed
thanks ·to a very strange event The office
of the Attorney General of Mexico City
collapsed and amidst the rubble were
found two automobiles that contained the
bodies of several Colombian prisoners and
a lawyer. These bodies showed evidence
of torture; they were mutilated and their
hands were tied behind their backs. This
discovery was made by people who were
trying to recover whatever was left from
the earthquake. A photographer from the
French press who was there photographed
the bodies, and the incident became internationally known the following day.
The government had to acknowledge
for the first time that "yes, well, maybe,
yes, sometimes we torture people," which
is something that everyone knew. Now the
government had to control the damage and
they did this is a very typical way.
Although torture has been outlawed by the
Mexican constitution since 1821, the
government passed a new law outlawing

that occurred under her command, was not
fired, nor held accountable in any way, but
was appointed Minister of the Supreme
Court a few months later. This is the way
things like this are dealt with in Mexico.
However, it did become known that
torture was a widespread practice, and that
the new law was not enforced at all. The
public became organized, and very
concerned about human rights, political
affairs and electoral affairs. Human rights
abuses started hitting the front pages of the
newspapers, whereas in the past it was
very, very difficult to have anything published in a newspaper concerning human
rights violations. So, there was a lot of
mobilization around the problem of torture
and gross abuses of human rights, to the
point that the independent human rights
movement became very vocal, articulate
and militant A widely publicized case was
that of a 14-year-old mentally retarded
child, in the town of Aguascalientes, who
actually died in a torture session after
having been accused of stealing an iron.
Now this is a very peaceful, prosperous
city in the middle of Mexico, which does
not have any serious political or land
conflict The case was very important for
two reasons: one, because it was blatantly
obvious that this child was not a political
dissenter, a member of any guerrilla
group, a subversive terrorist-he was a
boy; and two, because the government
tried to cover it up.

A

14-year-old mentally retarded child actually died in a
torture session after having been accused of stealing an
iron .... It was blatantly obvious that this child was not a
political dissenter, a member of any guerrilla group, a
subversive terrorist - he was a boy...
torture, the Federal Law to Prevent and
A very prominent local lawyer took
Punish Torture as a crime. The govern- up this case and pursued it, under the
ment also very rapidly ratified the UN auspices of the Church. He lost the case,
convention against torture. However, it but he was able to prove, for the first time,
made an amendment to the resolution the impunity of the torturers. He showed
which does not allow for any individual that these two men who killed the child
claims to be made by torture victims at the got off on very light charges. He was able
UN.
to document that one of these men was
But in any case, the Attorney General transferred to a "prison" that did not
of the republic came out and said, "Yes, actually exist. This case went to the UN
unfortunately, the government is respon- and it was the first time that we had a
sible for torture sometimes, but we're documented case. This lawyer was subreally going to do something about this." sequently co-opted by the government and
Now at the time, the Attorney General of appointed the first ombudsman of Mexico
Mexico City, a woman presumably legally in the state of Aguascalientes. He just
responsible for the deaths due to torture resigned on November 5th, 1990, saying
Ruist Newsletter
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publicly that he was under intense pressure
by the government and could not carry out
his job.
This kind of publicity of human rights
abuses became increasingly common. In
the '70s there were only two human rights
groups in Mexico, one of which was
Amnesty International, and the other was
Dofla Rosario's group. By 1985 or 1986
there were already about fifteen important
human rights groups. Last August we
made a count and there are now 53 human
rights groups in Mexico. The concern is
spreading like wildfire and many of these
groups are locally based. They have a
small scope of influence, dealing oniy
with the community or the region, but they
do a very important job of trying to stop
human rights abuses and mobilizing public·
opinion.
Their techniques are incredible. They
do not have access to the media, or to
lawyers, or to the UN or the OAS. But
they will take a town hall, for instance,
and have a sit-in in the town hall for a
week until prisoners are released or the
torturers are taken to prison. They use this
kind of popular mobiliz.ation all the time.

Elections Stolen Again
Now in 1988, we had the federal
elections for the presidency and you know
what happened. There were four candidates who ran in the election: Rosario
Ibarra de Piedra; Manuel Clouthier (a
charismatic businessman with a very
innovative program who became increasingly popular. He really broke away from
the traditional rhetoric of the PAN and was
seriously concerned about democracy);
Cuauhtemoc Cardenas (son of one of the
most revered presidents of Mexico, Lazaro
Cardenas. Cuauhtemoc split away from
the PRI and founded an electoral coalition
called the Frente Democratico Nacional);
and Carlos Salinas de Gortari, who was
the PRI candidate.
The elections were very contested and
Cuauhtemoc Cardenas actually claimed to
have won. He counted 55% of the tally
sheets and he won by several points
against Salinas. But what happened was
that the computer system that was
supposed to count the votes "collapsed"
the day of the election so we still do not
know the precise figures. The official
count claimed that Salinas won, Cardenas
was second and Clouthier was third. But
no one really kngws because the votes
were never coun ed. Congress was
supposed to count the votes; the PAN also
Page Six

wanted to count the votes, but they were
forbidden to do so. The army pointed
bayonettes at them and said "there's no
way you are going to open up the electoral
boxes to recount them."
Allegations of fraud were publicized
all over the world just prior to the
elections. Two days before the vote two of
Cardenas' closest campaign advisors,
Javier Obando and Franciso Gil, were
murdered in their car in Mexico City on a
Saturday afternoon. One of them was in
charge of Cardenas' parallel vote counting
system. He had all the logistics of this
system in his car, and that disappeared. Up
to now the murders have not been solved.
There has been something of an investigation, but it has not gone beycnd the
preliminary stages.
After the elections and after the
federal electoral commission stated that
Salinas had won, there was a lot of mobilization around the problem of voting. Four
young boys who were involved in campaigning for the Cardenistas were also
murdered in Mexico City. Their bodies
were found with all the signs of mutilation
and torture, just as in death squad killings
in Central America. These boys were all
between 16 and 18 years old and one was
the son of a Congressman who had run for
the PRT. There was a big public outcry
about this, and the case has been investigated. Two people are charged with the
killings and they have since appealed. The
appeal is now pending.
So Salinas, of course, took office in a
very tense atmosphere, and for the first
time the PRI is not in absolute control of
Congress. His legitimacy is challenged by
the two major opposition groups, the
Cardenistas and the PAN. Salinas' first
months in office were very difficult as a
result, but as far as human rights abuses
are concerned, he inaugurated his term
with a political disappearance-that of a
Cardenista militant in the state of Morelos.
Jose Ram6n Garcia was abducted and has
not been heard from since.
A few weeks after the disappearance
there was a major uprising in a prison in
Tepic, which is the capital of the state of
Nayarit. The uprising was quashed by a
special squad sent in from Mexico City
after the prisoners had already relinquished their arms and had surrendered.
The Escuadr6n Zorro just went into the
prison and massacred a dozen or more
people. An NBC correspondent filmed the
massacre so there is proof that it
happened.
Resist Newsletter

A series of important agrarian and
political leaders were murdered in the first
months after Salinas took power. This
created a great deal of public pressure and
the government began to get nervous. It
appointed Miguel Nazar Haro, head of the
Escuadr6n Zorro and one of the masterminds of the counterinsurgency techniques
of the 1970s, as Director of Intelligence
for the Mexico City police. Well, Nazar
Haro is a notorious torturer, known to
have been personally responsible for many
of the disappearances, and for introducing
sophisticated torture techniques in
Mexico. At the same time, the opposition
had won all the seats in Mexico City, so of
course there was widespread outcry about
this appointment and many human rights
groups got involved; some of them split
over this issue. 'Finally Nazar Haro was
forced to resign, but never has been
prosecuted.

Traditional Abuses and Modem Ones
Well, this is the current context. We
have what we call the traditional abuses;
these are really structural-things like
killings of peasant leaders over land
conflicts. By this I mean the very systematic pattern of killing campesino leaders in
states such as Oaxaca, Guerrero, and
Chiapas in the south. We also have many
human rights violations that have to do
with immigration and refugee issues
because we are, as you know, a corridor
for refugees fleeing Central America to the
United States. There are also very serious
human rights abuses of indigenous
populations over land use, ethnic rights
and language rights. And of course, we
live with the legacy of the disappearances
of the '70s and the generalized corruption
and abuse in the system of justice
administration.
These traditional abuses still exist, but
now, after two years of the Salinas administration, we have two recent trends that
are very, very worrying. One of them is
political violence. Militants of the Partido
de la Revoluci6n Democratica (PRO) and
PRO sympathizers continue to be killed.
The PRO has just made a count and found
close to 100 cases of killings of PRO
sympathizers and militants. Some of the
killings are related to electoral disputes,
such as in Michoacan and Guerrero where
there were claims of electoral fraud during
local elections, and violence erupted as a
result. Most of the killings occur in a
pattern-people are killed in their
workplaces or in their homes by local
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PRD rally for c,n1enas. Photo reprinted with permission from the Guardian.

policemen or vigilante groups at the
service of local political bosses. It's a very
consistent pattern.
Another new manifestation of serious
human rights abuses has to do with drug
trafficking. The Salinas administration
considers the enforcement of laws against
drug traffic and drug abuse a national
priority. In the first two years of his regime
he created an anti-narcotics brigade in
Mexico, under the administration of the
Attorney General of the Republic. This
anti-narcotics brigade committed very
serious abuses. I won't go into all the
horrifying cases, but I will mention one:
nineteen women, young girls, were raped
in Mexico City by the personal body
· guards of Coello Trejo, the ex-prosecutor
of the anti-narcotics brigade.
There have been shoot-outs in several
states of the country; this anti-narcotics
bridgade has violated the sovereignty of
the State. It is just horrifying. Many of the
major killings in Mexico are attributed to
the brigade, which is also under a lot of
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pressure from the U.S. government to
enforce all the laws against drug trafficking and to capture cocaine dealers and
smugglers. So, the brigade is given free
reign.
At this point, human rights abuse in
Mexico is systematic and widespread.
Police do not bother to investigate a crime,
they just torture. There are distinctive
patterns in different areas of the country
and in different sectors of the population.
As a result, there has been an international
report produced by Americas Watch. The
report described the situation as a policy
of impunity. Amnesty International has
become very concerned as well. That
organization reports that 80% of all
prisoners in Mexico have been tortured.
1be U.S. government held a congressional hearing on the situation last September, and Americas Watch and Amnesty
International testified that there was a
human rights emergency in Mexico. At the
same time, there has been a great mobilization of Mexican groups and political
Resist Newsletter

parties around this issue.
What has the government's response
been? Well, looked at from a distance, the
response is very similar to the response
during the earthquake. It's a two-pronged
policy. On the one hand, the government
has acknowledged that the violations exist
Salinas first appointed a Director for
Human Rights in the Ministry of the
Interior. As a consequence, many political
prisoners were liberated, there has been
formal acknowledgement of disappearances and the basic mechanisms for filing
complaints have been put into place.
The creation of the ombudsman in the
state of Aguascaliente was also important
But at the same time, the abuses persist
President Salinas, in his last State of the
Union address, said that human rights is a
major priority for his administration. In
June, just four days before President
Salinas was coming to Washington to
meet with President Bush and talk about a
possible free trade agreement with the
U.S., the National Commission for Human
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Rights was created. The event was
marked by a public celebration in which
all the diplomatic corps was invited.
Adolfo Aguilar Zinzer, a political commentator in Mexico, remarked that this
was the firs( time he knew of a government that actually celebrated the fact that
it violates human rights.
Now this Commission, which is a part
of the Ministry of the Interior, does not
really have any independence. The president of the Commission, Jorge Carpizo, is
a very well-known lawyer, said to be an
honest man. He claims that the Commission functions as an ombudsman, but
unfortunately, it does not. It has no
prosecutin.it· powers, and can only make
recommendations. The Commission has a
staff of 200 and they have received about
1,300 allegations of serious human rights
abuses. They have taken up some case.':
and made 33 serious recommendations.
However, three of these recommendations were turned down by the Attorney
General of Mexico, who simply refuses to
adopt them. So the Commission has run
up against its first obstacle. It continues to
publicize human rights issues. For
example, it organized a Week Against
Torture, and presented the government
with twelve recommendations to modify
criminal procedures. These twelve reform
measures ·will not necessarily put a stop to ·
torture, but they will certainly make it
more difficult. However, according to
many legal experts, the measures do not
go far enough. They take power away
from judges and put it in the hands of the
Attorney General, so it really only
strengthens Executive power. In ariy case,
the President did announce these reforms,
giving human rights priority, at least
rhetorically.
But in actual fact, you have, for
example, many allegations against Coello
Trejo, the head of the anti-narcotics
brigade, and he was forced to resign, but
was not prosecuted. He was named Consumer Rights Prosecutor. (That created a
stir among business people who said,
"Now, we're going to get tortured if we
raise prices!") There was some public
outcry about this, but nothing was done.
In terms of the free trade agreement, I
think human rights is definitely on the
agenda of negotiations, though I don't
think either President Bush or President
Salinas wants it there. It was put on the
agenda because of OAS :;oncern, the
Americas Watch report, and public
pressure. And my feeling is that the
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National Human Rights Commission,
which was hastily organized just before
Salinas' trip to Washington, was an
obvious attempt to show that Mexico was
doing something about its human rights
problem. Now, although neither president
wants the issue addressed, some Congressmen do. As a Mexican, I ·do not want
the U.S. government to monitor our performance in human rights, for many
reasons. One of them is that the U.S. has
not ratified any human rights treaty;
Mexico has.
I .would accept international supervision by the UN or the OAS. So, I do not
know whether one should want U.S. Congresspeople to directly pressure. Mexico,

different human rights groups around the
country. These threats usually come from
the police force itself.
Another important concern is that we
have, in Mexico, the highest number of
murdered journalists in Latin America.
Figures vary, but one journalists'
organization claims there have been 300.
The Committee to Protect Journalists says
it is 68, but, in ·any case, a very high
number. The most notorious of these
assasinations is that of Manuel Buendia, a
leading political columnist He was going
to publish a series of articles on the
involvement of very high government
officials in drug trafficking. That was in
1984, but the facts have just come to light

The only way to enforce accountability is through real
democracy; an independent Congress, an independent
Judiciary and free elections.
but there are many things that can be done.
Independent human rights organizations
can put pressure on the U.S. government
to keep a watch on human rights abuses,
and they can make sure the UN and OAS
keep pressure on Mexico because it is a
signatory to both bodies. And finally, it is
important for U.S. activists to support the
Mexican population and the 53 organizations in our network that are out there
fighting for human rights.
In the U.S., Chicanos on the west
coast have been very, very active in
supporting us. At a human rights forum in
Los Angeles recently there were 300
Chicano organizations there. The conference lasted all day, and this was very
important. I think solidarity with Mexico
from people on the east coast is just
beginning, but there is much that can be
done. You can write letters on behalf of
victims [see address below, for more info],
create awareness of this issue, or, as a
student delegation, come to Mexico and
work with some of the organizations.
The pressure by Mexican society on
the government continues. Now we have
new preoccupations, such as death threats
against human rights activists who take
cases to the National Human Rights
Commission. For example, if a group is·
successful in getting the police chief of
their town removed, they immediately get
death threats. Norma Corona, a human
rights lawyer, was murdered in Culiacan in
May. Just in the past two weeks, I'v~
learned of four death threats against
Resist Newsletter

in the last year. Many other journalists
have been killed, such as "El Gato Felix"
in Tijuana, who may have been killed by
the son of a prominent politician. The
journalists who are getting too nosey, too
involved, are killed and the murderers are
never apprehended.
Human rights abuses in Mexico will
not end unless we demand accountability
from government officials for ordering
and covering up crimes. The only way to
enforce accountability is through real
democracy; an independent Congress, an
independent Judiciary and free elections.
Until that happens, we will continue to
have the situation described by Miguel
Sarre, the ombudsman of Aguascalientes
who resigned in November due to intense
pressure from the government, and
because he was worried for his life and
that of his family. "When I was named
ombudsman," he said, "I had no credibility
with the population, and the government
was delighted. Now, we have the inverse
situation. The population supports me
completely, and the government won't
have anything to do with me." This, I
think, is the problem of human rights in
Mexico today. Thank-you.

•

For more information write, Comisi6n
Mexicana de Defensa y Promoci6n de los
Derechos Humanos, Apartado Postal 5170, CP 06500, Mexico, DF. Telefono:
525-25-45.
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A Reminder
Resist receives monthly updates from
the Palestine Human Rights Information
Center (PHRIC). These updates provide
very detailed eye-witness reports about
human _rights violations in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip. The most recent update
included vital information about the
massacre at Haram Al Sharif. (For
example, after the massacre, at the
hospitals where the injured were being
treated, "a large contingent of soldiers and
police ( estimated at no less than 250
troops) began closing off the area. Fully
armed in battle gear and with assistance of

attack dogs, the troops prevented many
Palestinian residents from donating muchneeded blood to the wounded. Between
12:30 and 1:00 p.m. the soldiers fired tear
gas into the crowd of people gathered in
front of Maqassed hospital and even into
the hospital itself. A gas canister was shot
through the front door and another one
into the maternity ward, forcing the hospital to evacuate the new-born unit PHRIC
fieldworkers were present when the gas
and rubber bullets were fired. They witnessed pregnant women vomiting from the
balconies and windows of the ward due to
the toxic gas. Two PHRIC staff members
were also hit by the hail of rubber bullets

outside Maqassed at 3:30 p.m .... "
The recent update also included a
very concrete analysis of the economic
effect of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, and
the entire Gulf crisis, on Palestinians in the
occupied territories. Unfortunately, this
information is simply not available
elsewhere in the U.S. media. If you (or
your organization) can make use of these
reports in your organizing work, and you
are in the area, please stop by the office to
look at them. If you would like to receive
the reports, write: Palestine Human Rights
Information Center, 4753 N. Broadway,
Suite 930, Chicago, Illinois, 60640.

Grants
continued from page ten

The group has conducted workshops for a
range of community groups, and has
organized two Rock Against Racism
benefits. The group helped launch and
continues to support a youth oriented antibigotry group, Anti-Racist Action.
Resist's grant was used for informational packets and audiotapes for the
group's "Rural Outreach Program of the
Community Defense Project." This
program employs a part-time community
outreach worker to provide technical
assistance and organizational support to
rural communities in Oregon, including
intervention in the recruitment of new
members by white supremacist organizations. The group believes economic
conditions exist in Oregon that allow hate
groups to flourish and gain support. For
example, the current crisis facing timber
communities created by the irresponsible
logging practices of the industry has
displaced loggers. Tens of thousands of
mill workers are also threatened with job
loss. The white supremacist groups tend to
recruit from the ranks of displaced
workers.
CHO plans to make contacts in these
communities and develop appropriate
materials to combat the hate groups'
efforts and promote an alternative vision
of social change. "The CHO recognizes
that the political strength of the far and
new right wing lies in the ability of the
organizers ... to present a vision for social
change that exploits the sexist/homophobic, racist, and nationalistic nature of
our society, while providing these people
with much needed social, and, sometimes,
economic support. The success of right
wing organizers lies in part on the
structural deficiencies within our society
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that serve to segregate and isolate ...
Therefore, the CHO has made these issues
central to our political agenda and
organizing strategy.... We support all
economically oppressed peoples in their
struggles for basic human rights."
The CHO has two similar projects
focused on urban/suburban youth and
minority (gay, lesbian, bi, people of color,
and religious) communities in and around
Portland. In each community the group
wants to coordinate constructive, grassroots responses to organized bigotry
through programs that recognize and
respect the needs of both the communities
under attack, and those susceptible to
recruitment

deaths due to excessive use of force by the
police. From 1985-1988 there were six
recorded deaths of minority men as a
result of excessive force. In 1989 there
was nearly a 100% increase. Early in 1990
a Black man was killed by a state highway
patrol officer; in March a white man was
killed under similar circumstances. None
of the suspects, who were being arrested at
the time of their deaths, were armed. It
was clear that a dangerous cycle of
violence was emerging (the police
responded to NCARRV's queries saying
"there is a perception that citizens have
increasingly little respect for the law and
thus are more likely to resist arrest," while
citizens believe the police were becoming
more violent).
In April, 1990 NCARRV published a
North Carolinians Against Racist s.md
Religious Violence (Police-Community special report, "No Reverence for Life?"
Relations Project), Box 240, Durham, which details the law on use of deadly
force, addresses police training questions,
NC27702.
North Carolinians Against Racist and and suggests some remedies which might
Religious Violence (NCARRV) originated interrupt this dangerous cycle. Resist's
in 1985 in response to the Klan/nazi 1990 grant went toward follow-up from
resurgence in the area. NCARRV's the report, includirig work in communities
program includes monitoring/research on and with police agencies to address
hate groups and bigoted attacks; victim/ community-police conflict. An advisory
community support; networking; and committee of law enforcement and
advocating for changes in public policy. criminal justice people was established to
NCARRV's monitoring work includes examine the dynamics of "police culture"
gathering news clippings, community in the interest of moving toward "policecontacts, interviews with law enforcement comm unity partnerships" that promote
personnel, and attending public hate group community participation in the policing
functions to photograph participants and process.
tape their speeches. This information is
As part of the project, NCARRV will
used in quarterly updates, a newsletter, produce a manual for citizens on "Comand year-end reports chronicling hate mon Police-Community Interactions"
group activity and providing analysis and which will address concerns around
re.commendations.
expectations for confrontation. It is hoped
Five years of NCARRV monitoring that the manual will serve as a resource to
has revealed a significant increase in diminish conflict
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In each issue of Resist we highlight several grants we have made to projects in a
particular issue area. This month features
anti-racism projects or groups. The
information in these brief reports is
provided to us by the groups themselves.
For more information, please write to
them at the addresses provided.

Somerville Progre~ive Alliance (Antiracism Task Force) 42 Walnut St.,
Somerville, MA 02143
Somerville, Massachusetts, a small
city just north of Boston, was until
recently a primarily white, working-class
community. However, in the last few years
there has been a significant increase in
minority populations: Haitians, Central
Americans, Southeast Asians, Brazilians
and African-Americans. With increased
diversity has come an increase in racial
violence and harassment, housing and job
discrimination, and awareness of institutional rdCism in the city.
The Somerville Progressive Alliance
is one of several community organizations
that have developed a public campaign
against racism, promoting the value of
cultural diversity. The campaign includes
extensive leafleting, tabling at subway
stations, and the distribution of bumperstickers and buttons. The leaflet reads, in
part, "We are working for a more just,
peaceful and healthy community for all.
We oppose racism as well as all other
forms of discrimination that separate and
weaken us ... .Racism affects everyone, and
people of all racial and ethnic backgrounds
have something to gain by appreciating

our diversity. We want to nourish a climate
in Somervi!}e that welcomes people of all
backgrounds and encourages us to share
the richness of our many cultures."
The campaign invited residents to
wear the buttons; talk to friends, neighbors
and co-workers about racism and diversity; and to contact the Alliance about
organizing school and community-based
workshops on these issues. The Alliance
itself is a group of progressive activists
whose work addresses housing, racism,
the environment, and educational issues.
The group produces a monthly newsletter
and works with other groups on joint
projects such as its collaboration with the
Somerville Tenants' Organizing Project to
present a major housing forum.
In its report to Resist on the antiracism campaign, the Alliance said it
distributed the leaflet to half of all
households in the city, and all the public

r·-------------------------------------7
Join the Resist Pledge Program
We'd like you to consider becoming a
Resist Pledge. Pledges account for over
25% of our income. By becoming a
pledge, you help guarantee Resist a
fixed ~nd dependa~le source of inco~e
on which we can bmld our grant makmg
program. In return, we will send you a
monthly pledge letter and reminder,
along with your newsletter. We will
keep you up-to-date on the groups we
have funded, and the other work being
done at Resist. So take the plunge and
become a Resist Pledge! We count on
you, and the groups we fund count on
us.

•

Yes! I would like to become a Resist
Pledge. I'd like to pledge$_ _ _ _ /
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ (monthly, bimonthly, quarterly, 2x a year, yearly).
Enclosed is my pledge contribution

•

of $

•

---~·

I can't join the pledge program just
now, but here's a contribution to support your work. $_ _ __
Name _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
Address _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __
City /State/Zip _ _ _ _ _ _ _ __

Resist

One Summer Street, Somerville, MA 02143 • (617) 623-5110
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and private social service agencies and
community groups. Some sixty households responded with requests for more
information and joined the Alliance. Some
have become actively involved in the
work of the anti-racism task force. At the
same time, there was some negative
response in the form of phone messages
asking why the group was supporting nonwhites; they should help themselves the
way we did, etc. In addition, three leaflets
were returned with racist and vulgar
remarks, including very negative comments about local politicians. The Task
Force made sure these politicians saw the
leaflets because they have often tried to
minimize the extent of racism in the
community.
The leaflet was translated into
Portuguese, Spanish and Haitian Creole,
and was distributed to community groups.
The Alliance believes that, working with
other groups, it is possible to promote a
healthy atmosphere in Somerville, and to
reduce tolerance for racism and its manifestations. Resist's grant was used to print
and distribute the leaflets.

Coalition for Human Dignity, P.O. Box
40344, Portland, Oregon, 97240.
The Coalition. for Human Dignity
(CHD) was formed in 1988 in response to
the racist murder of an Ethiopian man,
Mulugeta Seraw, in Portland by fascist
skinheads. The "city of roses" has seen a
rapid and violent rise in assaults on people
of color, gays and lesbians, and nonChristians. The CHD began with guidance
from the city government, but in response
to the desire of the membership to form a
more grassroots, social change oriented
approach to anti-bigotry activism, the
CHD became independent and focused on
encouraging community involvement in
combatting bigotry in all forms.
The group participated in a March for
Racial Equality in Coor d'Alene, Idaho
where some 2,000 activists were brought
together by the Citizens for Non-violent
Action Against Racism. Since the demonstration, the CHD has developed extensive
media contacts and has been consulted and
featured on a number of programs about
the far and new right-wing in Oregon. A
major public campaign involved large
"FIGHT RACISM" posters which were
placed in windows of stores and homes.
continued on page nine
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